The Politics of Trauma D rive around the suburbs of Northern Virginia these days and one sees plenty of political bumper stickers. Not for this fall's gubernatorial candidates, but for the combatants in last fall's high-voltage presidential election. Some are for President Bush, many are for John Kerry, and nearly all of them are well-scrubbed and in mint condition -as though the 2004 presidential race went from campaign mode, to the election, and now back to the campaign, without missing a beat.
The next round in this ongoing partisan battling will take place in 2006, with the Republicans seemingly well positioned to hold their clear-cut congressional majorities.
Democrats are on the defensive in the Senate, where most of the seats that are up are theirs. And the House has been mired for a decade now in a "small ball era," where changes from one election to another have been incremental.
Yet the great equalizer for the Democrats could be a new political backdrop, one that could be considered stage two of the "politics of trauma." Stage one was 9/11, the opening salvos of the war in Iraq, and on through the 2004 election. But this year, it seems that a corner has been turned. Criticism of the war's never-ending nature, the government's shaky response to Hurricane Katrina, and rising oil prices threaten to alter the political terrain once so favorable to the Republi- 
Republican Strength in Congress Since the Election of Bush I
Through much of the latter half of the 20th century, Republicans looked like a permanent minority in Congress. But since their dramatic breakthrough in 1994, they have had the look of a semi-permanent majority. Changes in their House majority since then have been incremental. And except for the period from mid-2001 to the end of 2002 when control slipped briefly to the Democrats, the GOP has consistently had the upper hand in the Senate as well.
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cans. If it does change, it has a model: the traumatic political environment of the 1960s, which first benefited the then-ruling Democrats before becoming an ally of the Republicans.
The 9/11 of the 1960s came on Nov. 22, 1963 , when President John F. Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas. It was a shocking, numbing, saddening event, which abruptly ended a period of innocence (at least viewed retrospectively) in the nation's history. The Democrats, who controlled both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue, were the immediate beneficiaries. A sweeping victory for the party at both the presidential and congressional levels in 1964 gave the Democrats a mandate to pursue an unabashedly activist liberal agenda.
Yet as the 1960s continued to unfold, the politics of trauma entered a second stage as serious problems arose -urban rioting, a lingering war in Vietnam, and more political assassinations -all problems that the Democrats could not solve. Nor could they escape the fact that these crises were happening on their watch. They lost 47 House seats and three Senate seats in the midterm election of 1966. Two years later, they lost the White House.
Could the midterms of 2006 be a comeback opportunity for the Democrats as it was for the GOP back in 1966?
There are certainly some good reasons to say no. The six-year midterm, so notorious through the middle of the 20th century as a debacle for the president's party, lost its bite in 1998 when the Democrats (six years into Bill Clinton's presidency) gained seats in the House and held their own in the Senate. No longer is there much talk of a "six year itch" that automatically means big losses for the president's party.
Nor is there the ebb and flow in congressional politics these days to readily create the opportunity for a big comeback by the opposition. A generation ago, there was volatility in House elections due in no small part to the considerable length of presidential coattails. In 1964, Lyndon Johnson ran ahead of nearly half of the Democratic House winners (134 of 295), helping to create a House supermajority for the Democrats that evaporated two years later when the party's coattail recipients were on their own.
Presidents and Their Parties in the 6-Year Midterm Elections
One of the verities of politics through the middle and late 20th century was that the president's party almost invariably lost congressional seats in midterm elections, with the losses particularly severe at the six-year mark. But that pattern was broken in 1998, when six years into Bill Clinton's presidency, the Democrats gained five House seats and held their own in the Senate. But is the "six year itch" gone for good? George W. Bush heads toward his last midterm election with a presidential approval rating significantly lower than Clinton's, and for that matter, any other postwar president at a similar time in their presidency except for Richard Nixon, who resigned before his sixth-year midterm was held. 
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Counties that Voted for Hackett
Counties that Voted for Schmidt presidency could rapidly evolve into a visceral concern among voters about the GOP's ability to govern. It was a shift of opinion on that basic question of governing ability that undermined the Democrats in the latter half of the 1960s. What happens next ultimately depends on whether the "politics of trauma" can trump the current structure of congressional elections that favors incumbents in general and the Republicans in particular. In short, will a point be reached in 2006 where Democrats can effectively campaign on a simple four-word slogan: "Had Enough? Vote Democratic"?
Stranger things have happened.
The GOP's Evolving Congressional Base
Nationally, the Republican numbers in Congress are about the same now as they were when they won control of both chambers in 1994. But over the last decade, the party's congressional base has grown decidedly more "Dixie centric. In the 27 states that had party registration throughout President Bush's first term, Democrats had a plurality of registered voters in 13 of them at the time of the 2004 presidential election, with Republicans and "Others" having the advantage in seven states apiece. These states are indicated below in BOLD. In most of the party registration states, the Democratic and Republican proportions of the electorate declined a bit from their levels in the fall of 2000. But "Others" (a combination of independent and third party registrations) grew almost everywhere, continuing a trend that has been evident since the beginning of the Clinton presidency. A dash ( 
NORTHEAST
In all but three party registration states outside the South, the party with more registered voters than the other carried the state in last fall's presidential election. The exceptions are highlighted below in BOLD, and include New Hampshire, New Mexico and West Virginia, as well as the five party registration states in the South. In the first two, the presidential vote was extremely close. In West Virginia, like its neighbors to the south, the Democratic registration advantage is a lagging indicator of current Republican voting habits at the presidential level. In the "Registration Plurality" column, the party with the registration advantage over the other at the time of last November's election is indicated, even in states where more voters were registered outside both major parties. + 6,702,398 + 1,535,020 + 1,881,939 + 3,285,439 -346,919 Change, '00-'04 + 71,315 + 8,761 -26,963 + 89,517 + 35,724 D -0.7% -2.1% + 2.8% During President Bush's first term, the Republicans added nearly 1.9 million additional voters in the states with party registration, compared to the Democratic gain of barely 1.5 million. Yet, as through the 1990s, the largest growth was outside the two major parties, among independents and to a lesser degree third parties. This "Others" category added almost 3.3 million voters to their ranks between the presidential elections of 2000 and 2004. Basically, more Republicans than Democrats were added to the rolls in "Red America." In "Blue America," the reverse was the case. "Others" gained in both sectors.
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The following chart compares election-eve party registration totals in 2000 with the numbers at the time of the November 2004 election in the 27 states where party registration figures were compiled in both years. The numerical change over the four-year period is indicated in italics. A "D" or "R" notes which of the parties had the registration advantage, even in those states where there were more voters registered outside the two major parties. In the column labelled "D-R Plurality," the gain (+) or loss (-) 
